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During the past summer in Panama I had opportunity to make a 
few observations on several forms of self-stimulation habits of three 
wild, animals: a coatimundi, a kinkajou and a spider monkey, I had 
become accustomed to consider self-stimulation habits as confined 
to the human race in the form of thumb and finger sucking and erotic 
habits. It was therefore of considerable interest to observe these habits 
in young wild animals, all of which had started their lives in the jungle. 
It may be that some of our difficulties in understanding such self- 
stimulation habits in human beings are due to failure to consider their 
general biologic setting. It is hoped that the present limited observa- 
tions may stimulate an attack on these problems from a more biologic 
point of view. 

The first animal was a young female coatimundi. It belongs to a 
group called “small bears” by the Germans. These animals have some 
of the characteristics of bears but are often mistaken either for raccoons 
or, because of their long noses, for ant-eaters. They are, however, 
much higher developed than the latter. Their curiosity is scarcely 
equaled by that of monkeys. They poke their long noses into everything, 
and their prehensile feet are able to manipulate and investigate things 
with the greatest agility. 

My coatimundi had been caught in the jungle when about 3 months 
old, taken to the home of Mr. Molina of David (who gave it to me) and 
given the freedom of the patio. It seemed to get along very well under 
conditions of semicaptivity and made no effort to escape. 

It was while taking the four day boat trip from David to the Canal 
Zone with the coatimundi that I observed its peculiar habit of taking its 
left knee into its mouth and sucking and chewing it. At first I thought 
this little more than a cleansing habit, but I found that it occurred regu- 
larly when the coati went to sleep, was hungry or was thwarted in 
‘attempts to explore its surroundings, and especially when it became 
entangled in its ropes (Fig. 1). When given its freedom or when played 
with, the sucking activity immediately stopped. The indulgence was so 
frequent that the hair was almost completely worn away from the part 
of the knee that the coati took into its mouth. 


*From the Department of Psychobiology, Phipps Psychiatric Clinic, Johns 
Hepkins Hospital. 
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(observations over several months have shown that this special form 
of self-stimulation always occurs when the animal is gotug to sleep, 
but disappears whenever it gains its freedom and is able to forage mi the 
eround and look for beetles. No ettort has been made to break the 
habit. 
























































Fig. LoeSeveral typical knee-sucking postures of the coatimunds, 


The sceond antnal was a male kinkajou, about 3 months old. “Phe 
kinkajou is closely related to the coatimundi, but looks lke a crass 
between a bear. a monkey anda cat. The picture of my young kinkajou 
ix shown in Figure 2. Becattsc of its supposed great predilection tor 


honey itis often known as a honey bear. 
‘7 7 
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This young kinkajou had been captured in the jungle shortly after 
birth, and had been brought up on’a bottle by a physician. At 3 months 
of age, it had a habit of autofellatio so firmly fixed that the physician 
was unable to break it. This habit, like the knee-sucking of the coati- 
mundi was indulged in when the animal went to sleep, when it was 
hungry or when it was thwarted in any of its activities. The act was 
made possible by the extreme flexibility of the neck and trunk of the 
animal. When it was curled up, the head was in close contact with the 
abdominal wall. The penis, which consists of a flap of skin about 
1 cm. long, is situated unusually high on the ventral surface, so high 
that it might be mistaken for an abnormal formation of the umbilicus. 
When the animal is indulging in this activity, it is curled up into a per- 
fect ball. 

The third animal was a male spider monkey about 6 years old, 
which had been kept in the home of Dr. E. Currie in the Canal Zone 
since its capture in the jungle after the mother was shot. It was 
brought up on a bottle, its diet carefully regulated, and it was given a 
daily bath. When old enough it was permitted to eat at the table and 
to sleep with members of the family, and seemed to be perfectly 
adjusted to its human environment. It had always been well-behaved 
until the past year, when with the onset of puberty it occasionally 
showed entirely unprovoked outbursts of rage. In one of these, it bit 
its master rather severely so that it was given to me to be taken to 
Barro Colorado Island Laboratory on Gatun Lake. 

On the way to the laboratory, I noticed that it sucked its fingers 
very much as many children do, especially when its activities were 
thwarted or when it was prevented from escaping. Sudden noises along 
the road or jarring of the car caused it to suck its fingers vigorously, 
and once during the trip it so fell asleep. The animal had had this 
habit since its capture, and no attempt had been made to break it. 
Unfortunately, the animal soon escaped. 

This escape was interesting as illuminating the comparative 
strength of different cravings. When we reached the laboratory, the 
monkey was released a few feet from the edge of the jungle. It quickly 
made its way to the top of one of the tallest trees, where it dangled 
from one of the branches, making sounds of unmistakable joy. Then 
it suddenly turned and made its way through the treetops into the 
jungle, never to return, All of Dr. Currie’s efforts to recall the 
animal with fantliar calls and whistles were futile. A most firmly 
wrought attachment made during six or seven years of most intimate 
association with its master, and with marked dependency, could be 
dissolved without the slightest indication of a struggle by something 
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which the tall trees of the jungle offered; a something which, because 
of the previous condition of semicaptivity, this animal had never 
before experienced. 

I should like to note that in all three animals the self-stimulation 
activity was sucking, but the area involved was different for each animal. 
It would seem that the sucking was the important thing, not the part 
of the body involved; that there is no reason to believe that the penis 
because it happened to be a sex organ played any different rdle in the 
kinkajou than did the knee in the coatimundi. It would appear to be 
a matter more of what part is most easily reached by the mouth and 














Fig. 2—Kinkajou. 


how well this part fits the mouth. This factor is important in the 
knee-sucking of the coatimund? whose mouth is long and narrow and 
pointed. The sharp-edged flat knee fits it very well, and the lips of the 
animal everywhere are in close contact with it. The paws of the 
coatimundi with their sharp, nonretractile claws would not fit nearly so 
well as the knee. In the case of the kinkajou, the feet are considerably 
too large for the mouth and here, too, the sharp nonretractile claws 
would make it difficult to keep the paws comfortably in the mouth. 
In the spider monkey, the fingers of the hand are really the only parts 
of the body it can reach with its mouth and which can he left there 


Downloaded From: http://archneurpsyc.jamanetwork.com/ by a University of Michigan User on 06/13/2015 


728 ARCHIFES OF NEUROLOGY AND PSYCHIATRY 


without danger of injury. The body, although more flexible than the 
human body, has still a limited scope of movement compared to that of 
the coatimundi or the kinkajou. Its mouth can reach only a few 
parts of its own body, and these parts happen to be so shaped that 
they are not suitable to be taken into the mouth. The fingers of the hand 
reach the mouth easily and also form a snug contact with the lips on 
all sides. 

In discussing the origin of these habits, one must start with the 
all-important réle played by the sucking habit. It is probably the most 
primitive of all mammalian habits. Preyer has observed the sucking 
activity in rabbit and guinea-pig fetuses and also in the human fetus. 
Schotti, Soltmann and Scheel also observed this activity in the human 
fetus. I have observed it in a number of rabbit fetuses about twenty 
days old. Because of the presence in utero of sucking activity, one 
must consider the possibility that self{-stimulation sucking habits have 
their origin during this stage of the animal’s development. I have 
made several observations on new-born human infants that seem to me 
to establish definitely the intra-uterine origin of these habits. In one 
infant especially, I noticed within one hour after birth, vigorous finger- 
sucking. There were blisters on the fingers that were sucked, and 
there was reason to believe that these blisters were raised before birth. 
This infant showed a well coordinated finger-to-mouth movement with- 
out the presence of random or trial and error attempts. I have learned’ 
from obstetricians that finger-sucking and thumb-sucking are observed 
occasionally in the first few minutes of postnatal life. 

I believe that formation of these habits in utero depends, in the 
first place, on the ease and frequency with which the mouth comes 
into contact with the part of the body involved. The frequency of 
contact will depend largely on thé activity of the fetus, the strength 
of the sucking activity itself will be a factor. Both the general bodily 
activity and the sucking activity will depend on the nourishment 
of the fetus. An under-nourished fetus will probably be much more 
active and suck very much more vigorously than a well-nourished fetus. 
Stimulation of the outside of the mother’s body and the activity of the 
mother herself are also factors to be considered. It is my impression 
that most of these self-stimulation habits do have their origin in the 
intra-uterine stages of development, and that many which appear some 
time after birth are only to be regarded as revivals of earlier habits. 

One important factor in the origin of self-stimulation habits of these 
wild animals is the fact that they were kept under conditions of captivity 
or semicaptivity without association with other animals of their own 
kind. The element of consolation probably played an important role 
here. 
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